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SET APPROPRIATE LIMITS AND APPLY THEM CONSISTENTLY
In order for children to be able to learn new skills, teachers must 
set appropriate limits and apply them consistently. 

Children’s emotional development is supported when limits are:

 • humane and not punitive. 
 • clear and enforceable. 
 • accompanied by reasons. 
 • consistently applied. 

When limits are too subtle, change frequently, or are 
inappropriate for the child’s developmental stage, children 
will often test boundaries repeatedly, checking to see what 
is really off limits. When limits are clear, children are able to 
relax and interact positively with the learning environment 
and the other children in it.  

Post your classroom rules, and make up reminders in the 
form of finger plays or chants, so children are clear about your 
expectations. Repeat them often, as you deal with situations that 
require your intervention.  Also, share your expectations with 
families, so everyone is on the same page.

HELP CHILDREN “FEEL FELT”
When children “feel felt,” they know that another person 
understands the way they are feeling.  Teachers can help children 
to accept what they are feeling and move on by reading nonverbal, 
verbal, and behavioral cues, sharing their observations with the 
child, and reflecting out loud about having felt the same way at one 
time or another.  When children “feel felt” by important adults in 
their lives, they understand that their emotions are natural and 
normal, rather than something scary or threatening.  

B U I L D  P O S I T I V E  R E L A T I O N S H I P S

•  Touch friends softly.
•  No grabbing toys from 
friends.

•  Ask a teacher if you  
need help.

• Quiet voices inside.

Classroom Rules
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For Example... 
Five-year-old Brody sits at table where children are playing a board 
game.  He won’t participate or take his turn.  His teacher says, “It is 
hard to be the new child at school.  Desiree, do you remember how hard 
it was when you started school?”  “Yes, it was so hard, I didn’t want to 
play when I was new,” says Desiree.  Brody continues to sit for a couple 
more rounds.  Then, he picks up his piece and joins in the play.

SET for Life Language
 “Desiree remembers that being new is hard.”

 “When I was a little girl, I liked painting and coloring, too.”

 “ I think you are feeling sad about leaving your mother at home 
with the new baby.  Marco felt that way when he had a new 
baby at home.”

 “I can tell it feels hard.  I know that feeling.”

 “Your face tells me you don’t want to talk to me right now.” 

 “ I remember feeling sad when I had to stop running and I 
didn’t want to.”

ALLOW SECURITY ITEMS
Access to security items helps children cope with and adjust to 
new situations and to manage stress.  Young children experience 
entirely too much anxiety because adults remove the very 
support they need to be successful when they are away from their 
families.  Transitional objects are good for young children. In new 
situations, they serve as a much-needed connection to the people 
who love and care for them.  

Children often use objects to help them cope with their anxiety.  
As any experienced teacher will tell you, security items from 
home can ease the pain of separation from family members and 
make a boo-boo better far quicker than a Band-Aid™.   

C H A P T E R  2
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USE CONFLICT AS AN OPPORTUNITY TO TEACH 
Conflict is a part of life — we cannot spare ourselves or our 

children from it.  Instead, we need to teach children how to 
deal with and resolve conflicts as they arise.  Children 

need opportunities to learn and practice negotiation 
and conflict resolution skills. So, don’t put the toys 

away to prevent arguments. Instead, use conflict 
as an opportunity to teach. 

When you use conflict to teach, it’s important 
to expect some resistance. Over time, as children 

experience success in negotiating solutions with 
their peers, and as their conflict resolution skills 

grow, cooperation will become easier, especially if 
they know they will have your support while they figure 

things out.

For Example... 
Three-year-old Lyle and four-year-old Isaac are having trouble sharing 
the dinosaurs. Lyle had them first, and wants all of them. Their teacher, 
Miss Nancy, hears their angry voices, and comes over to help. She says, 
“Lyle, Isaac, what is happening?” Isaac tells her, “He won’t let me play!” 

Miss Nancy says to Lyle, “Isaac wants to play dinosaurs, too. How can 
he get some dinosaurs?” When Lyle says, “No,” Isaac gets visibly upset. 
Miss Nancy says to him, “You wanted him to say yes, but he said no. I 
will help you make a plan.” 

To Lyle, she says, “You don’t want to give Isaac any dinosaurs. Isaac 
really wants to play with dinosaurs. It is too hard for him not to have 
any. I can help you find something you can have all of.  You may have 
all the airplanes, since nobody is using them right now.” Then she says, 
“Lyle, choose three dinosaurs for Isaac to play with. You can give them 
to him on your own or I can help you.”

Conflict can offer 
valuable moments for 
teaching and learning.
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T H E  I M P O R T A N C E  O F  P L A Y

Lyle refuses to give the dinosaurs to Isaac on his own, so Miss Nancy 
takes three dinosaurs and gives them to Isaac who sits down nearby 
to play with them.  Miss Nancy reminds Lyle that he can have all 
the airplanes if he wants them and that he still has five dinosaurs. 
She suggests that perhaps he and Isaac could play together, but Lyle 
refuses.  Miss Nancy then says to Isaac, “When you are finished with 
the dinosaurs, check with Lyle to see if he wants them back.”

SET for Life Language
“What happened?”  

“I will help you make a plan.”  

“You wanted him to say yes and he said no.”

“Hold on. You can make a plan to get what you want.”

“On your own or with my help?”

HELP CHILDREN STOP DOING THINGS THAT DON’T WORK
Before children can learn new strategies to get their needs 
met, you sometimes have to help them stop using 
behaviors that don’t work.  In many cases, this may 
mean helping a child to see that, while their behavior 
is not acceptable, their underlying need or want 
is perfectly reasonable.  Instead of focusing on the 
behavior, focus on what is driving it.  Ally with 
children to help them get what they want or need. 
This approach can help children learn new skills 
that will not only be productive to them, but also be 
acceptable in the classroom.  

After helping the child stop the unacceptable behavior (such as 
hitting or yelling), talk with the child about what she is trying 
to accomplish.  Then problem-solve together. If the child is too 
upset or frustrated to come up with solutions independently,  

Help children find 
appropriate ways to express 

their feelings.


